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his contribution to the national drama of his country ;
his work as a critic and theorist of poetry and the
arts; and his battles with the theologians. I place
Lessing's work as a dramatist first; for there is, I
think, a tendency among his biographers unduly to
depreciate its significance, to the greater glory of
Lessing the critic.
In a famous and often quoted passage in his Ham-
burgische Dramaturge Lessing had declared, " I am
neither an actor nor a poet. It is true, people have
often done me the honour of declaring me to be
the latter. But only because they have not under-
stood me. From the few dramatic attempts which
I have made, such generous conclusions ought not
to be drawn. My earliest attempts were made in
years when one likes to regard pleasure and ease
in writing as genius. What in my later works is
tolerable, I am confident I owe solely to criticism. I
have not in me the living spring which works its way
up by its own force, by its own force gushes forth in
rich, fresh and pure streams; I have to bring every-
thing out of me by pressure, and, as it were, through
pipes. I should be so poor, so cold, so short-
sighted, had I not in some degree learned to borrow
modestly from the treasures of others, to warm
myself at others' fires, to strengthen my eye with the
glasses of art."
Lessing himself had spoken; and the world believed
his words and re-echoed them: that Lessing was no
poet has been told us again and again in the bio-
graphies and literary histories of a century and a
half. His shortcomings as a dramatist; his all too
calculated and mechanical perfection of plot; his
"dramatic algebra" and the brilliant antithetic
"Lessingisieren" of his dialogue; his extensive
indebtedness to, not to say pilferings from other
dramatists—these are the accusations that have been
freely brought against him. But surely with very
great injustice. I cannot think that they would

